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Open Space Planning:
A Case Study of Durham County, North Carolina
David Swanson and Charles Flink
Rapid population growth and urbanization in Durham County threaten the open space necessary to maintain the overall landscape
and the quality of life. Farsighted government officials and concerned citizens recognized the need to preserve open space, and thus
created the Durham County Open Space/Greenway Plan. The following article discusses the development of this plan.
Open space planning has recently become an
important issue in North Carolina, particularly in areas
experiencing rapid growth, where urbanization and
suburbanization threaten to destroy irreplaceable open
space lands. North Carolina is primarily a rural state,
traditionally dominated by agriculture and small cities and
low density towns occupying large areas of land. Due to the
state's predominantly rural character and great abundance
of land, open space has long been taken for granted.
However, with the population increasing at a faster rate
than ever before, with changes in the state's economy and
with growth and development affecting municipal
resources, the changes are becoming ever more apparent
on the landscape.
It has been generally recognized that open space
contributes to the overall quaUty of life in a community and
has strong popular appeal among all segments of society.
The general citizenry has made this a political issue and
local elected officials have begun to give open space and
greenways planning higher priority on their agendas. Many
local governments are budgeting funds both for
professional plaiming staff with training in the necessary
administrative procedures and for the hiring of professional
consulting firms with jm expertise in preparing plans and
programs unique to the local community's characteristics.
How can governmental bodies who recognize the
need to protect their vitally important open spaces develop
a preservation plan and how can they effectively implement
and manage such a program?
Durham County... A Brief Background
Durham County, in the heart of the Research
Triangle area, is richly endowed with a unique and diverse
landscape which contains a variety of environmentally
significant natural resources. This landscape is comprised
of 190,000 acres of gently rolling hills, a well defined river
and stream system, and lush, abundant vegetation.
During the past two decades, the county has been
experiencing a steady growth in population. Population
projections indicate that the county will grow at an even
faster rate in the next 20 years. Between 1980 and 1990,
population is expected to have increased 21%, and should
increase another 41% between 1990 and 2000. This growth
in population is affecting the rural landscape of the county,
as new residents require infrastructure such as new
housing, shopping and employment centers, roads, water
and sewer facilities, schools, and recreational services. The
abundant rural landscape is gradually changing as it
acquires an urban and suburban character.
The loss of Durham County's rural landscape is
already apparent. From 1955 to 1978, the county lost 41%
of its farmland and from 1960 to 1980, over 25,000 acres of
rural and agricultural lands were shifted to an urban or
suburban land use. This loss represents approximately one-
eighth of the county landscape.
Durham County has recognized the need to develop
a long range, comprehensive plan to conserve, preserve and
protect environmentally sensitive lands, water courses and
other natural resources of the County. In early 1987, many
concerned citizens and a farsighted local government began
to initiate such a plan. At the outset, many questions were
asked, regarding what purpose such a plan would serve,
what types of open space would be included, and how the
program could be effectively implemented.
What Is Open Space and Why Is It Needed?
While there is no singular, widely accepted definition
for open space, it can be defined as land and bodies of
water which contain no form of urban or suburban
development and which have desirable natural landscape
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qualities. Open space is further defined as:
a) Environmentally sensitive lands and watercourses,
such as stream courses and floodplains, land and
water which lie in critical watershed areas, wetlands,
and those lands which for other environmental
reasons should not contain any form of urban or
suburban development.
b) Natural resource lands, such as those areas considered
significant by the Inventory of Natural Areas and Rare
Species of Durham County (mentioned below) and
lands currently owned by the City of Durham, State of
North CaroUna and United States government which
preserve the county's natural heritage.
c) Critical lands, such as those lands that lie within the
developing areas of the county, which are in close
proximity to urban/suburban development, possess a
unique scenic quahty or physical characteristic, and
provide for a valued human use, such as recreation,
relief from urban congestion, opportunity for
relaxation, physical exercise and spiritual stimulation.
Open space provides many necessary functions for
urban, suburban and rural communities. It protects the
hydrologic process of environmentally sensitive areas by
providing ample undeveloped land for the recharge of
underground aquifers which supply drinking water and for
the unrestricted flow of floodwaters. Open space gives
definition to urban and suburban growth patterns by
buffering adjacent confUcting land uses. It also provides
recreational, educational and cultural opportunities for
residents of a community, and maintains a safe habitat for
rare species of plants and wildlife.
Where Open Space Is Found
Open space is most frequently found in rural areas,
in the form of open countryside. However, rural open
space can also include undeveloped forested areas, open
fields, large lakes and streams. In addition, selected
farmland can be considered a component of open space.
The Inventory of Natural Areas and Rare Species of
Durham County, a study completed in 1987, identified 52
environmentally significant sites containing rare species of
plants, aquatic ecosystems, breeding habitats for birds and
animals, corridors for animal migration, and scenic areas
for recreation. In other counties in the Triangle area,
similar natural inventory studies have also been completed
Open space is an essential component of the overall landscape, contributing to the environmental quality of both the individual parcel of land and the entire
community.
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or are currently underway. These inventories are vital
components in preservation plans because they provide a
scientific basis for the selection of the sites.
Open space can also be contained within urban and
suburban landscapes, in the form of undeveloped parcels of
property, forested areas, parklands, cemeteries, greenways,
and certain lands which provide scenic vistas. Urban open
space is often found around the historic or cultural
destination points of a community, like colleges, museimis
and historic properties.
In urban areas, open space should be regarded as
more than a piece of land that was left over from a man-
made development. Open space is an essential component
of the overall landscape, contributing to the environmental
quality of both the individual parcel of land and the entire
community. Therefore, open space should be planned for
and set aside before development occurs.
The Purpose of the Durham County Open
Space/Greenway Plan
The primary purpose of the Durham County Open
Space/Greenway Plan is to serve as a "tool" with which
decisions can be made regarding the conservation,
preservation and protection of open spaces.
The Plan focuses on the identification of water
courses, critical lands and natural resources and describes
the policies, organizational structure and financial
mechanisms necessary to protect them. It is a long range,
comprehensive, and integrated action plan, designed to
conserve, preserve, and protect:
1. Watersheds and fragile environmental areas
2. Natural habitats for animals and plants
3. Large natural areas
4. Lands along stream corridors as hnkages between
functional areas
5. Farmland and other economic resource lands
6. Recreational lands and waters
7. Scenic lands and vistas
How To Use the Plan
The Open Space/Greenway Plan and Program has
become a vital component of Durham County's
Comprehensive Plan, and will be used to guide the county's
future growth and development. The Plan recommends a
variety of approaches for conserving, controlling and
acquiring open space, including:
1. Preparing management plans for existing open space
resources currently owned and managed by pubUc and
private agencies.
2. Preserving open space through the development of
new regulations.
3. Fee simple purchasing of open space by the County
government with revenue from various sources.
4. Providing economic incentives to landowners of large
open spaces to maintain land in its natural state, with
the use of tax abatements and transfer of development
rights.
Once open space lands are under the protection of
the county, some of these lands will be made available for
pubUc access and use. Since the future use of these lands
will be determined by the County Commissioners, ail
citizens of the county will be given the opportunity to have
input into decisions regarding which locations and types of
uses are desirable.
The Planning and Public Participation Process
In creating the Open Space/Greenway Plan for
Durham County, a multi-stage planning and public
participation process has been developed. The County
Commissioners authorized the County Manager to hire a
professional planning firm as consultants to develop the
Plan. The County Manager also appointed a 15-member
Open Space/Greenway Advisory Committee to assist the
consultants and planning staff. The committee members
were selected to represent the citizens of the county in the
planning process.
The intent of the citizen participation process was to
allow the public to raise fundamental questions about the
need and role of open space in light of the county's present
day pohtical, economic and social situation. The various
public viewpoints and selected opinions were gathered by
the consultants and the county planning staff through a
"Listening" process, in which each of the committee
members were interviewed individually. Additional public
input was received through a citizen's survey. After the
results were analyzed, efforts were made to incorporate
these comments into the Plan.
The consultants worked with the staff and Advisory
Committee to complete five primary tasks necessary for the
creation of the Open Space/Greenways Plan.
Task #1: Complete an Inventory and Analysis of Data:
a) Map critical information, including natural systems
and existing public open space within the county.
b) Evaluate the county's current open space supply as
compared with accepted state and national standards.
c) Review the regulations and other relevant information
which may have an impact on the development of an
open space program.
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Open space gives definition to urban and suburban growth patterns by buffering adjacent conflicting land uses.
Task #2: Obtain selected opinions regarding the concept
of open space and greenways in Durham County.
Task #3: EstabUsh goals and select categories of land.
Task #4: Prepare the Open Space/Greenways Plan and
develop an Action Plan for each of the land categories.
Task #5: Prepare an Open Space/Greenway Program by
formulating policies and recommendations for the
organization, management and funding of the program.
The recommendations in the action plan will be
proposed for consideration by the County Board of
Commissioners. The primary recommendations deal with
the funding the Open Space/Greenways Program and
general acquisition procedures for open space lands. Other
proposals concentrate on the implementation, including the
necessary administrative tools and the type of new
organization that must be created to carry out the
objectives of the program. An important aspect of this
process is the role that the Open Space/Greenways
Advisory Commission will serve in providing guidance to
the County Commissioners in future decisions. This
Commission will provide the means for the citizens of the
county to have constant input into the Plan's
implementation.
The County Commissioners will soon implement the
recommended poUcies of this plan, taking a major step to
guarantee that critical natural systems are protected and
that the quality of life for residents of Durham County will
be maintained for future generations. D
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